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Abstract 
This study embarks on the effect of explicit instruction of formulaic politeness strategies among Malaysian undergraduates in 
making request. Fifty undergraduate Malaysian students took part in this study. The data were cumulated through open ended 
completion test, listening test and an acceptability test. The data were analyzed based on the model proposed by Blum-Kulka et 
al., (1989) analytical framework. The bulk of studies done on the effectiveness of the instruction in the literature suggests that
students outperformed in the post-test compared to the pre-test and this confirms the positive effect of teaching formulaic 
politeness strategies in this study. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
Keywords: Downgraders; downtoners; formulaic; intervention; politeness; request strategies
1. Introduction 
Making requests is indivisible from politeness strategies because it asks for favor and does not threaten anybody. 
Request is deemed as one of the speech acts frequently utilized in human interactions for information or cooperation 
from others. It is highly important to L2 learners because most of their L2 interactions take place in the form of 
requests (Fraser, 1980; Fraser, Rintell & Walters, 1980; Koike, 1989). 
Considering Searle's (1969) classification of illocutionary acts (i.e. representatives, directives, expressives, 
commissives, and declarations), requests fall under directives, which have been regarded as "an attempt to get hearer 
to do an act which the speaker wants the hearer to do, and which it is not obvious that the hearer will do in the 
normal course of events or of the hearer's own accord" (p. 66). Anchored in Brown and Levinson's (1987) politeness 
theory, requests are Face Threatening Acts (FTAs) since a speaker is imposing her/his will on the hearer (p. 65). 
Brown and Levinson (1987) propose that when confronted with the need to perform an FTA, the individual must 
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choose between performing the FTA most directly and efficiently and attempting to mitigate the effect of the FTA 
on the hearer's face. 
The literature also indicates that even with the proficient ESL /EFL learners there is inequality between 
pragmatic competence and NNS linguistic proficiency (Kasper and Rose, 2002). In Ishihara and Cohen’s views 
(2010) the learners’ pragmatic problems are rooted in the negative transfer from L1, restricted L2 ability in 
grammar, insufficient educational instructions and overgeneralisation of the pragmatic norms of L2. It can be argued 
effective performance can be achieved if the cultural and social norms of L2 are learned very well.  
Despite ample evidence on the success of speech acts intervention in EFL contexts, there are noticeably 
inadequate studies in the context of ESL, demonstrating the need for further research (Kasper and Rose, 1999, 
2002). This superiority of EFL to ESL in attracting pragmatic instruction confirms the EFL learners’ need for 
authentic input.  
Since many students in Malaysian universities are undergraduates and the lack of interventional studies is 
witnessed in ESL contexts, it is, therefore, worth investigating the teaching of pragmatic routines such as requests to 
this group of students. So, this paper generally aims to enhance the interventional pragmatic studies available and 
boost the request speech act in particular by addressing the following research question: What are the effects of 
explicit form-focused instruction on Malaysian undergraduate students’ command of understanding and making 
polite requests in English? 
2.  Literature Review
Classroom interventional instruction has drawn much attention in pragmatic studies in general and speech acts 
domain in particular. Studies show the language learners’ pragmatic knowledge can positively be affected and hence 
developed irrespective of the learners’ background in language or culture and when students intentionally notice the 
linguistic features of L2, they can develop their pragmatic knowledge much better. So it is the job of the instructors 
to raise students’ pragmatic awareness in general and speech acts in particular (Schmidt, 1993). 
Fukuya and Clark (2001) focused on the ESL setting, zooming in on requests through an explicit pragmatic 
instruction. In their study, there were 34 adult ESL students in three groups: the first group was a Focus on Form 
group. Through audiovisual scenarios, they received typographical enhancements of mitigators. The second group 
called Focus on Form watched an explicit version of the instruction on mitigators through extra input enhancement. 
The control group was the third group. For the assessment of the development in both experimental groups, a 
pragmatic test and a multiple choice listening comprehension were used. The findings definitely did not indicate 
which treatment succeeded in yielding six different request formulations (i.e. I know, but; I was wondering if; I’d 
appreciate it if; I’d be grateful if; possibly; perhaps). It is claimed that the inconclusiveness of the results was mostly 
due to the low sample size, shortness treatment period, and post test design. 
Studying the pragmatic development of Irish learners of German, Barron (2003) found out for positive results 
certain conditions should be fulfilled. It was found that learners need to receive adequate explicit input. They also 
need to saliently notice the gaps which exist between the L2 output and their own interlanguage.  
Considering the effects of instruction on the pragmatic awareness and development, most instructors’ experience 
and observation in Malaysian undergraduate programs confirm the undergraduate students’ need for L2 pragmatic 
strategies in order to overcome their communication problems inside and outside the classroom. This study is a 
response to such a need. It investigated the impacts of intervention on students’ performance of making requests in 
English. 
3. Methodology 
The participants included 50 Malaysian undergraduate students, 18-22, from an English spoken course. They did 
not know they would receive some lessons on  English lexical and syntactic downgraders. Hill (1997) and Takahashi 
(1998, 2001) did similar studies to learner’s request strategies in which they found how an English request can be 
mitigated and made more polite and formulaic via the use of syntactic downgraders such as aspect and tense and 
lexical/phrasal downgraders such as subjectivizers and downtoners as formulaic politeness strategies. Accordingly, 
the focus of this study was on the explicit instruction of two lexical/phrasal downgraders, downtoners and 
subjectivizers, and two syntactic downgraders, aspect and tense in English requests. 
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The study utilized a pre-test post-test paradigm to examine the impact of form-focused instruction on learners’ 
ability in comprehending and producing polite requests in English. The pre-test was administered two days before 
the intervention and the post-test immediately after the treatment. The tests were open-ended discourse in three 
formats: completion test, listening test and an acceptability judgment test adopted from Takahashi (2001). These 
tests included many situations with one speech act (request).Validated by Hudson, Detmer, and Brown (1992, 1995), 
Hill (1997), and Takahashi (1998, 2001), the situations were modified to include a variety of interlocutors pertinent 
to two settings: student life inside and outside the educational settings. Three versions (A, B, and C) of the above 
tests were made, and were all adapted to present the same conditions across the pre-test and post-test meetings. 
The participants were placed in two groups (control group and intervention group). The tests were open-ended 
discourse in three formats: completion test, listening test and an acceptability judgment test including many 
situations with one speech act (request). Each instructional session lasted for 30 minutes and run twice a week for 6 
weeks by the same English spoken course instructor at the University. 
4. Results and Discussions
Cronbach alpha reliability estimates were used to calculate the reliability of each test (see Table 1). It shows, 
Cronbach alpha is between 0 and 1. In most practical research, alpha 0.65 or higher index is illustrative of 
acceptable reliability. In this research, standard alpha illustrates high reliability of each test. A descriptive statistics 
for quantitative variables was gained to show the resulting data on minimum and maximum scores, sum, mean, 
standard deviation, and variance of the scores and the mean performances in pre-test and post-test in control and 
experimental groups. Table 2 shows a comparison of the means of scores by the control and experimental groups on 
the pre-test and post-test. It indicates the mean score of experimental group is 4.05 and control group is 4.34. The 
mean in two groups is nearly at the same level. 
Table 1. Cronbach Alpha Reliability Estimates for Each Test  




.942 .919 .911 
Listening test .791 .714 .801 
An acceptability 
judgment test 
.868 .858 .988 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics for two groups in pre-test and post-test  
Group N  Mean SD 
Pre-test  Experimental 25  4.05 1.371 
 Control 25  4.34 1.348 
Post-test  Experimental 25  6.10 1.913 
 Control 25  2.85 1.163 
Mean Differences df t  Sig(2-tailed 
)
Post-test 3.43 49 -7.477  0.00 
Considering the alpha level of 0.05, the effect of form-focused intervention on students’ comprehension and 
production of polite requests in English is statistically significant, t (48) =-7.477, p= 0.00. The results display that 
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the treatment group made gains from the pre-tests to the post-tests and it confirms the effect of instruction on 
students’ performance. 
Due to the fact that such tests are greatly dependent on working memory, the learners must effectively and 
rapidly reply to the stimuli. In the deductive intervention, the learners explicitly faced the information, while in the 
inductive intervention they had to discover the rules from the examples. The learners could not strongly form the 
explicit knowledge in the deductive intervention whereas in the inductive intervention the participants did. 
Additionally, the participants using the inductive approach succeeded in handling and storing information about the 
target features in their working memory. Hence, the inductive instruction was effective regarding the structured 
input tasks or problem-solving tasks. 
Finally, this study showed that practice via input-based instruction can boost the learners’ command of 
comprehending and producing target structures. This coincides with the information-processing theory claiming the 
input-oriented instruction can develop participants’ ability to comprehend and produce target features making use of 
the same underlying knowledge source. Based on Robinson’s (1995) review of information-processing theories, 
general cognitive mechanisms process information in input to achieve a mental representation of target structures. 
This knowledge is accessed via other cognitive mechanisms and it enables participants to comprehend and produce 
target structures. 
5. Conclusion
This study showed that practice via input-based instruction can boost learners’ command of comprehending and 
producing target structures coincides with the information-processing theory claiming the input-oriented instruction 
can develop participants’ ability to comprehend and produce target features making use of the same underlying 
knowledge source (Robinson , 1995). 
What this study has observed is that there is merit in teaching formulaic request strategies in a language 
classroom. The results confirmed the positive effects of instruction on students’ performance with statistically 
significant results suggesting the possibility of a useful teaching technique in promoting the awareness of formulaic 
politeness strategies in educational contexts.  
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